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Classification Decision: 


Unrestricted. 

Display Conditions: 

Not Applicable. 

Descriptive Note: 

Not Applicable. 


Direction to issue a label has been given on: Not Applicable. 


SUMMARY OF THE REASONS FOR DECISION: 

The Film and Literature Board of Review (“the Board”) was unanimously of the view 
that the publication “Keith Haring”, an exhibition catalogue, was not objectionable 
within the terms of The Films, Videos, and Publications Classification Act 1993 and 
accordingly should be classified as unrestricted. Section 3(2) of the Act provides an 
automatic ban if the publication promotes or supports or tends to promote or support 
any of the activities listed in it. In this case, the listed activities referred to in the review 
were those set out in (a) the exploitation of children, or young persons, or both, for 
sexual purposes; (b) the use of violence or coercion to compel any person to 
participate in, or submit to, sexual conduct; (e) bestiality. 

The Board accepted that the pictures of human and animal figures, particularly dog, 
were symbolic and highly stylised and were considerably removed from the natural 
representations which usually characterise the activities referred to in the said 
subsections. They were set amongst other unreal objects such as flying saucers, 
mushroom clouds, figures with holes through them, in a symbolic and stylised world 
and it was apparent to the Board that a considerable number of interpretations could 
be offered of the pictures and the figures and activities portrayed in them. 

To fall within section 3(2) a publication must not merely depict any of the matters listed 
therein but must also “promote, support, or tend to promote or support” such matters. 
Even if some pictures in the catalogue could be said to depict any of the matters listed 
in s.3(2)(a) (b) or (e), those pictures could not be shown to “promote or support or tend 
to promote or support” the listed activities. The mere depiction of activities was not 
enough. There must be some element of titillation, provocation or excitement, a 
suggestion of “grooviness” even, which were not present here. 
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The Board did not accept that the pictures were to be considered one by one and, 
even if that approach had been adopted, it still did not consider the individual pictures 
could be deemed “objectionable”. It considered the publication as a whole, allowing it 
to speak for itself. The Board had regard to the particular identified pictures in the 
context of the work as a whole. 

Within the publication, there were some pictures depicting extreme violence and 
torture but there was no suggestion that those pictures by themselves tended to 
promote or support those activities. The Board considered such an interpretation 
would render a great many artworks objectionable and that this was not Parliament’s 
intention in designing the statute. That was not to say that the Board considered that 
the label “artistic merit” within section 3(4)(c) of the Act was sufficient on its own to 
remove a publication from the ambit of the Act; but while not a determinant 
characteristic it was still one to be considered. In this case, the whole framework of 
the artist’s life and work, as set out and depicted in the publication, was a relevant 
consideration. 

The Board considered the dominant effect of the publication as a whole (section 
3(4)(a)) and the impact of the medium in which it was presented (section 3(4)(b)). The 
book was a substantial, expensive and detailed appraisal of the artist’s work and the 
pictures complained of were but a small part of that publication. The Board did not 
accept that even a small number of questionable pictures in a work of that kind could 
be said to taint or effect the entire product in this particular case. There may be cases 
where that is so but that did not apply here and, where the line is to be drawn in 
assessing whether a part of a work has tainted the whole will vary from case to case. 

The Board did not consider the publication objectionable even if it could be said that 
some of the matters within it depicted sex, horror, cruelty or violence within section 
3(1) of the Act. And, it did not consider the availability of the publication as likely to 
injure the public good. The reasons for its view included the stylised manner in which 
the activities were presented and the dominant effect of the book as a whole. The 
Board also took into account the purpose for which the work was intended (section 
3(4)(e)) which was a serious and substantial publication on the artist and his work, 
again accepting that was a relevant although not determinant factor. 
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